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JUST DESSERTS 


Cnocolate and opera 


‘Some adults forget what it was like to be a kid. Roald 


did not,’* Burton says, delighted to discover that early 


drafts of Charlie and the Chocolate Factory included a 


character named Herpes. 


urton understood that the book dealt 

with ‘very sinister things that are 

part of childhood.’ This gleefully 
politically incorrect tale of nose pickers, 
chocolate guzzlers and bleating brats getting 
their comeuppance has sold by the million. 
Roald Dahl remains the poet laureate of vile 
children. Naturally, he was one of Burton’s 
favourite children’s authors, second only to 
Dr. Seuss. 

Burton wanted to make up for what he 
saw as the cloying sentiment in Mel Stuart’s 
Willy Wonka & the Chocolate Factory (1971). 
He added elements of fairy tales, science 
fiction, and even a pinch of Hollywood satire 
to the mix. The parallel between studio and 
chocolate factory was there for all to see; a 
button in the great glass elevator leads to 
the ‘Projection Room’. Burton was dredging 
up childhood memories of staring through 
the studio gates in Burbank. The reclusive 
Wonka is like Howard Hughes or Citizen 
Kane. Beware, the film hints, Hollywood’s 


sugar. It rots the teeth. 


TIM BURTON 


The project, like Batman and Planet 
of the Apes before it, had been languishing 
in studio development, with directors as 
diverse as Gary Ross and Martin Scorsese 
contemplating taking the helm. Echoing the 
Catwoman saga with Batman Returns, the 
list of stars keen to play Willy Wonka was 
as long as your arm: Nicolas Cage, Robin 
Williams, Dustin Hoffman, Jim Carrey, 
Michael Keaton, Will Smith, Robert De Niro 
... and on it goes. 

The main stumbling block was that Dahl’s 
estate retained final say over both the director 
and the casting for Wonka. The author had 
been aghast at the liberal changes taken by the 
1971 film, and had closely guarded the rights. 
Completing Batman, Burton had enquired 
about the rights - to no avail. Come 2001, he 
was seen as the perfect choice. 

‘Sometimes it is just fate,’ he shrugs. 
He had come to know the estate better 
while producing James and the Giant Peach 
(1996), encouraging Dahl’s guardians by 


throwing out all the previous scripts, and 


commissioning John August to start afresh, 
but stick close to the book. As for Wonka, 
Burton had only one in mind - Johnny Depp. 

‘It was the first time I didn’t have 
to talk anyone into it,* laughs Burton. 
Depp’s eccentricity had recently propelled 
Pirates of the Caribbean into the box-office 
stratosphere, and Warner were going, ‘How 
about Johnny?’ He turns on the sarcasm, 


‘Okay, if you're going to force him on me.’”® 


Opposite: Johnny Depp as unconventional 
chocolatier Willy Wonka. Burton very much saw the 
story as Wonka’s journey with Charlie as the catalyst 
for his redemption. 
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Charlie and the Chocolate Factory 


The confectionery meadow was the biggest 
set ever built on the voluminous 007-stage 
at Pinewood. Through it flowed a river of 
chocolate, churned by a chocolate waterfall, 
and, as per Tim Burton’s taste for real 
fantasy, the liquid was actually made of 
chocolate. To be accurate, it was 120,000 
litres (26,400 imperial gallons) of a glucose 
mixture supplied by Nestlé. The smell 
became a little funky as the weeks went on. 
“Each room has its own flavour,”® reports 
Burton. His instruction to art director 
Alex McDowell was ‘to make it look as 
yummy as possible’. The 360° sets for 
Willy Wonka’s wonderland consumed eight 
sound stages across the studio, dwarfing 
even the set for Gotham. Although some 
were less edible: the TV room, as sterile as 
an operating theatre, was pure Kubrick; 
the Inventing Room had the 1960s comic- 
book _ licentiousness 
Danger: Diabolik (1968); while the urban 


world outside the plant’s gates was prefab 


of Mario  Bava’s 


modern by way of Dickensian gothic. For 
all the candyfloss colouring, there remains 
something forbidding about this psychedelic 
Disneyland. 

Take the squirrels. If Wonka’s rodents’ 
methods for dispensing with bad nut Veruca 
Salt Julia Winter) are not disturbing enough, 
Burton wondered, why not double the effect 
with real squirrels? “The squirrel trainers, 
man — they went nuts!’ he giggles. “It was like 
a special James Bond training camp.* Over 
19 weeks, 40 squirrels were trained to pick 
up and shake walnuts, or to paw at Veruca. 
As with the penguin army from Batman 
Returns, the desired choreography would 


also necessitate the addition of animatronic 


TIM BURTON 


co-stars. And it was mostly CGI critters for 
the close-ups. 

The Ooompa Loompas also benefited 
from a particularly Burtonesque touch. 
He cast Deep Roy, only 1.32 metres (4 feet 
4 inches) tall, as all 165 of the diminutive 
factory workers, using digital trickery to 
duplicate him within scenes. Roy and his 
fellow Roys perform a series of edifying 
Danny Elfman compositions like a geek 
chorus, offering a musical element to the 
film’s elaborate pick’n’mix. 

Shot over the summer of 2004 in high 


secrecy, Burton was determined he wasn't 


making a hi-tech movie in the high fantasy 


mode of The Lord of the Rings (2001-2003). 
This $150 million blockbuster was firmly 
moulded to its maker’s practical whims - 
and critics swooned. ‘Did I really see an 
Oompa Loompa dressed in a witch-doctor 
outfit, doing a ceremonial jig with a cacao 
bean on his head?’ wondered Stephanie 
Zacharek afterwards on Salon.com. The 
director hadn’t been this liberated, on this 


scale, since Batman Returns. @ 


Below: The various sets inside the chocolate 
factory almost add up to a confectionery version 
of Halloweentown from The Nightmare Before 
Christmas — another world within a world. 
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Left: For all its scale and eventual success, Burton 
saw his Dahl adaptation as a personal story not so 
different from Big Fish, where Wonka struggles to 
reconnect with his father. 


Below: Wonka issues instructions to one of his 
identikit Oompa-Loompas, each played by Deep Roy. 
Roy auditioned by lip-synching to Tom Jones’ It’s Not 
Unusual and would perform all the songs in the film. 
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WOOD ESSER FS 


TIM BURTON 


Above: As with the Penguin army in Batman Returns, 
for the nut-testing sequence Burton eventually had 
to mix the 40 real squirrels with animatronic and CGI 
versions. There is only so much a squirrel is willing 

to learn. 


Left: Burton’s witty visual invention comes to the 
fore with this mouth cam. While often praised for his 
genius with design, Burton's flair for unusual camera 
moves often goes overlooked. 


During the  film’s marmalade-paced 
development, Warner had endeavoured to 
warm up the relationship between Wonka 
and Charlie, to make it more paternal and 
emotionally rounded, but that wasn’t going 
to wash with Burton. ‘Well, Wonka is no 
father of mine, I'll tell you right now, he 
sniffs. “He’s a weirdo.” 

With Dahl having left plenty of room 
for interpretation in Wonka, straightaway, 
director and star were both flashbacking 
to their American childhoods, when every 
local TV station came with its own ‘weird 
children’s show host’’’ - barely sane clowns 
dubbed Captain Kangaroo or Mr. Pancake. 

‘Most people are nuts and that is really 
fascinating to me, says Depp by way of 
qualification. But most people aren't this 
nuts. His mouth crammed with new enamels, 
Depp’s Wonka trills like a Valley Girl. The 
lavender contact lenses and crushed velvet 
get-up gives him the air of a 1960s libertine 
complete with top hat and cane. The hair is 
most alarming. That was Depp’s concoction: 
he had sketched some ideas and jumped at 
one that resembled Brian Jones from the 
Rolling Stones with a Prince Valiant bob. 
This is a man-child cut off from time. 

Indeed, during the press tour, director 
and star grew weary of dismissing the (not 
far-fetched) idea that he might be a take on 
Michael Jackson. They pointed out Wonka'’s 
affinity with Ichabod Crane from Sleepy 
Hollow and Ed Wood. ‘He has faith in himself 
and his inventions and in that way he is like 
Ed Wood,’” explained Burton. 

Depp thinks that Wonka’s contradictions 
make him human. His cheerful face isa ‘fixed 
grimace’. He is childlike, but depressed. He 
is a showman averse to contact. “He looks 
and acts like a 19th-century vampire who 
is halfway through a sex change,’ giggled 


Entertainment Weekly’s Owen Gleiberman. 


One might describe him as a serial 
killer for children. Four golden-ticketed 
horrors will fall victim, one by one, to their 
own self-centred natures and Wonka’ 
cool indifference. Dewy-eyed and pale 
as a milk dud, soft-centred hero Charlie 
Bucket is played in a relatively minor key 
by Freddie Highmore. He fulfilled Burton’s 
requirement that social outcast Charlie look 
malnourished enough to be blown over in a 
strong wind. But in hindsight, the character 
feels underdeveloped and soppy. 

Unmistakably, Burton’s interest lay in 
the antisocial chocolatier. Departing from 
the book in an attempt to apply psychological 
motivation to Wonka, we discover his 
father (Christopher Lee) was a glowering 
dentist who despised sugar in every form, 
imprisoning his young son in braces that 
look like elaborate Martian contraptions. 

‘IT have to admit, young Wonka is 
me, Burton claims the character is the 
embodiment of him as a small boy. ‘I had 
huge teeth and I wore a brace that I hated, 
a real piece of machinery I had to wear in 
my mouth.’ 

Charlie and the Chocolate Factory would 
prove that Burton was once again as popular 
as chocolate, making $474 million. Yet the 
scale is deceptive. For all its success, the film 
is another personal delectation disguised as 
a blockbuster. 

With his sell-by-date getting closer, 
Wonka reconnects with his past, sheds 
his Disney-on-acid eccentricity and enters 
adulthood with a new (surrogate) family 
in the Buckets. In 2002 Burton went with 
Bonham Carter to visit his mother in Lake 
Tahoe, shortly before she died. To his 
surprise, he found she had posters of all 
his films on the walls. Nothing was said, 
and Burton describes the revelation as 


‘horrifically touching’”. 
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